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Abstract 
There has been little research carried out on the regional dimensions of linkages among various forms of environmental stress; 
security issues such as civil war, riots and state failure; and strategies for effective prevention, early warning and response. But 
the critical mass of the sources of many forms of environmental stress, the capacity to adapt to and mitigate these, and their social 
effects, rarely aligns at the local level and within established political boundaries. So while many serious outcomes – civil war, 
government breakdown, population displacement – may be highly localized, the level of analysis most appropriate to 
understanding and problem-solving may be a regional one. Developing this perspective would contribute to both our 
understanding of these relationships and to the formulation of effective policies and other responses. 
This contribution is based on a set of reflections presented at the REGov Workshop. These reflections were offered as part of a
panel discussion around the topic “Regional security and the environment.” Additional presentations provided in the context of 
this panel discussion include those of Saleem Ali, University of Vermont (this volume) and Benedikt Korf, University of Zurich 
(this volume). Webcasts of all presentations are available at http://www.reg-observatory.org/outputs.html.
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There has been little research carried out on the regional dimensions of linkages among various forms of 
environmental stress; security issues such as civil war, riots and state failure; and strategies for effective prevention, 
early warning and response. But the critical mass of the sources of many forms of environmental stress, the capacity 
to adapt to and mitigate these, and their social effects, rarely aligns at the local level and within established political 
boundaries. So while many serious outcomes – civil war, government breakdown, population displacement – may be 
highly localized, the level of analysis most appropriate to understanding and problem-solving may be a regional one. 
Developing this perspective would contribute to both our understanding of these relationships and to the formulation 
of effective policies and other responses. 
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In the past two decades, researchers exploring tensions generated or amplified at the interface between social and 
ecological systems have played a significant role in shifting attention away from interstate war and towards civil war 
and other, usually very local, forms of violence, disaster and insecurity. In particular, this research has examined 
how various forms of resource scarcity, resource abundance and climate change, which are often the product of 
interactive global and local processes, tend to have security impacts that are quite localized, with civil war being the 
most violent outcome.  
For example, through a series of case studies, Thomas Homer-Dixon (1999) investigated the connections 
between resource scarcities (specifically of water, cropland and pasture) and violent conflict. He argued that in 
developing countries these forms of scarcity could lead to resource capture (where one social group takes control of 
the resource) or ecological marginalization (where some people are compelled to migrate into into resource poor 
lands), and he concluded that either of these processes could contribute to violent conflict. Colin Kahl (2006) added 
another dimension to this line of inquiry by linking resource scarcity to state failure (when there is a breakdown of 
functional capacity and social cohesion) and to state exploitation (where a state in danger of breaking down acts to 
preserve itself by giving greater access to natural resources to groups that can prop it up).  
Paul Collier has explored resource abundance and security problems. He identifies “a group of countries at the 
bottom that are falling behind, and often falling apart.” (2007, p. 3) He argues that these countries, where 
development has been slow, unequal and erratic, are constrained by an interlocking set of factors. Specifically, 
chronic violent conflict, an abundance of lootable natural resources such as oil or diamonds, unstable and violent 
neighboring countries, and corrupt and incompetent governments are mutually reinforcing factors that create and 
maintain social conditions that are very difficult to transform.  
Insofar as climate change amplifies resource scarcity or otherwise adds environmental stress to the planet, many 
analysts have suggested that it will deepen and expand the pathways to violent conflict and state failure identified by 
Homer-Dixon, Kahl, Collier and many others. Nicolas Stern (2007) is one of many high profile commentators who 
have imagined a near future with perhaps hundreds of millions of desperate climate refugees placing enormous 
stress on social systems. Add to this more costly disasters draining weak governments of scarce resources; dramatic 
increases in food, water and energy prices; and livelihoods undermined by long periods of drought, flooding and sea 
level rise, and the possible security implications of climate change, while acknowledging that much remains 
uncertain in a world rich with ingenuity and adaptive capacity, are not hard to envision.   
The focus to date on civil war, state failure and local forms of insecurity (or human security) has been very 
productive, if somewhat inconclusive, and many research findings have been widely diffused into the policy and 
practitioner communities. This research often suggests important regional dimensions to the environment-security 
problematic, and also to the set of viable responses for preventing or managing negative outcomes such as disasters, 
wars and state failure. Little field work and analysis, however, have been carried out from a regional perspective.   
South Asia is a good example of the value of a regional perspective and of the potential value of a deepening and 
expansion of regional forms of governance. First, many parts of South Asia are experiencing high levels of multiple 
forms of insecurity. Lakshmi Iyer demonstrates that “incidents of terrorism and associated fatalities have been 
steadily rising in South Asia after 2001.” This trend is sharply concentrated in the “economically lagging regions of 
South Asia.” (2009, p. 2) The Failed State Index prepared by the Fund for Peace uses data on a dozen social, 
economic, and political indicators to rank the countries of the world along a spectrum. Those that fall on the “alert” 
(as opposed to “sustainable”) end of the spectrum are classified as failed or fragile states. Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri 
Lanka, and Nepal are all ranked at the high end of this scale; the rest of South Asia falls into the second-highest 
category of concern. Maplecroft’s Natural Disaster Risk Ranking identifies South Asia as the highest risk region of 
the world, including Bangladesh (1), Pakistan (4), and India (11). The most violent ongoing wars in the world 
include the Naxalite conflict in India and the civil war in northern Pakistan. In the past twenty years, wars between 
India and Pakistan and civil wars in Nepal and Sri Lanka have combined to make South Asia one of the most war-
prone regions of the planet. 
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Among the many stressors one could relate to the various forms of violence and disaster that are most acute in 
South Asia are environmental stressors. Much of the region has been ravaged by deforestation, experiences chronic 
scarcities of fresh water and arable land, and has faced floods that regularly displace tens of millions of people. The 
outlook for the future is in many ways quite bleak.  Over the next several decades, for example, the IPCC Fourth 
Assessment Report (2007) predicts that South Asia will experience warming of 3.3. degrees centigrade (well above 
the global average); that its dry areas will become significantly drier and its wet areas significantly wetter; that 
glacial outburst floods could cause havoc in mountainous areas; that the monsoon could change in ways that 
dramatically affect agriculture, which directly employs 70% of the population; and that severe weather events will 
increase.
Rigorously mapping these environmental trends into the region’s complex security dynamics is a very 
complicated task, but one can suggest that in light of these trends there is a growing potential for remarkably higher 
levels of state failure, civil war, riots triggered by water scarcity and higher food prices, terrorism, disaster and 
human insecurity. To tease out the full dimensions of this potential requires a regional perspective, above all 
because the water system of the region is a shared one and it is here that environmental stress is likely to be most 
acute and socially devastating. Today, the Kabul River is not managed by a regional treaty, the Indus River Treaty is 
a subject of enormous tension, and India’s plans to build a dam on the Chenab River in Kashmir have been 
challenged by Pakistan in the International Court of Arbitration. Nepal has little capacity to manage the social 
effects of glacial melt, and flooding in Pakistan and Bangladesh has affected millions of people, with no viable 
solution in sight. Perhaps most dire, the Maldives are about to disappear due to sea level rise. Managing the region’s 
fresh water, its severely compromised agricultural economy, the effects of sea level rise and its flood-displaced 
populations require regional forms of governance.    
There are perhaps opportunities to make progress on this front in tandem with a vision of regional economic 
development tied in large measure to the huge growth potential of the Indian economy. The challenges to regional 
governance, however, may be as great as the need, as the various countries of South Asia are united only through 
their borders with India, and each of these countries has important bilateral issues to address.  
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